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Education
More College Women Majoring in Accounting:
The Numbers and Some Reasons

Dr. Loudell O. Ellis, CPA, CMA
University of Alabama in Birmingham
Birmingham, Alabama

GUEST WRITERS: This column is the work
of Marilyn Weston and Dr. Joseph P.
Matoney, Jr., CPA.

Ms. Weston recently completed her M.S. in
Accounting at the University of Rhode Island
where she worked as a graduate teaching
assistant. She is currently employed as a staff
auditor with Ernst & Ernst in Providence,
Rhode Island, while working on getting her
CPA Certificate.

Dr. Matoney is Assistant Professor of
Accounting at the University of Rhode
Island. He received a B.S. and an M.S. from
Duquesne University and a Ph.D. from The
Pennsylvania State University. He holds a
CPA Certificate from the state of Rhode
Island.

Over the last few years educators have
noted that more and more women are
entering collegiate schools of business.
The study of accounting has received an
influx of women that is even higher pro
portionately than that of business schools
as a whole. This article reports statistics on
the increase in the number of women
receiving accounting degrees nationally
and the results of a questionnaire of rea
sons for studying accounting given by
women accounting majors at one univer
sity. The questionnaire answers given by
the women are compared to those given
by their male classmates. The results
should be of interest to everybody con
cerned with accounting education.
While the percentage of degrees in
business conferred upon women in
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Review of the figures in Table 2 indi
creased from 8.5 percent in 1966 to 10.5
percent in 1973 (as shown in Table 1), the cates that during the years 1967 to 1971 the
percentage of women in the other busi increase in the percentage of degrees in
ness degree categories increased less than accounting did not keep pace with either
one percent. It can be concluded that the general trend for all conferred degrees
much of the increase in the percentage of nor the even more pronounced increase in
women receiving business degrees oc total business degrees. Since the propor
curred in the field of accounting. These tion of women receiving accounting de
figures would seem to indicate that grees showed large increases during this
barriers against women in accounting may period, accounting did not get the propor
finally be starting to break. Some of this tionate increase in males that other fields
increase is no doubt attributable to the received. In 1972 and 1973, while the
passage of the Fair Employment Practices percentage increase in total accounting
Act in 1964 and its subsequent enforce degrees rose to 12.2 and 12.8 percent,
ment on behalf of women by the Equal respectively, the increase in the percent
age of women receiving degrees in ac
Employment Opportunity Commission.
The increase in the number of women counting rose 20.9 and 31.4 percent, re
receiving degrees in accounting has been spectively. The figures show conclusively
accompanied by a simultaneous increase the female proportion of students receiv
in the total number of college degrees and ing accounting degrees is on the rise.
of business degrees conferred in all sub
jects. The effect of the post World War II The Reasons
baby boom was particularly apparent in Organizational behaviorists tell us that
1968-1969 (see Table 2). The number of what motivates a person toward a given
business degrees conferred increased at a decision is a highly individual matter.
dramatic rate over the past six years, and While the carrot and the stick may well
the increase in accounting degrees re vary for each individual, including an
ceived by women was even higher.
individual's decision regarding a choice of

Table 1
Percentage of Degree Recipients in U.S. Who Are Women: 1966-1973
Year

All Business

Non-Accounting
Business Degrees

1966
1968
1970
1972
1973

8.54
9.04
8.96
9.50
10.54

9.36
9.59
8.98
9.36
10.24

Source: U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare

Accounting
Degrees
5.94
7.15
8.87
10.01
11.70

academic major, it is important to account
ing educators, employment recruiters,
and guidance counselors to see if certain
useful generalizations can be made.
In an attempt to shed light on this
subject, a survey was made of junior level
undergraduate accounting majors at the
University of Rhode Island (URI) in May
1975. Seventeen female and forty male
undergraduates were asked to rank in
order of importance eight factors as to that
factor's degree of influence on their deci
sion to major in accounting. These eight
factors were derived from informal dis
cussions with other faculty members, re
cruiters, graduate students and under
graduate students. While not exhaustive
the eight factors listed in Table 3 represent
a majority of reasons why students choose
a college major.1 The results of the rank
ings by each group according to mean
average response rates are shown in Table
3.
A comparison of these rankings indi
cates some interesting results. While some
factors were ranked the same by both
groups, a number of differences were
noted. Those factors that influenced each
group to the same degree were interesting
and challenging courses (ranked second)
and influence of a family member or friend
(ranked sixth). Teacher or guidance coun
selor's influence was ranked eighth by
men and seventh by women, and the
desire for a specialized business back
ground was ranked fourth by men and
fifth by women. Ranking of the most
important factors are summarized in Table
4.
These rankings suggest that the women
tested are more concerned with finding a
job, particularly one that is interesting,
challenging and allows them to utilize
their quantitative abilities. This may tie in
with Professor Raybum's suggestion of a
continuing lack of opportunity and/or so
cial acceptance for women in more techni
cal quantitative fields such as engineer
ing.2 While women are primarily con
cerned with finding a job, men are most
influenced by the salary factor in their
choice of accounting as a major.
While these generalizations cannot be
applied to every individual, they are rep
resentative of the two groups tested. Ken
dall's Coefficient of Concordance was
utilized as a test of the homogeneity of
rankings within each group. This test,
fully explained in Siegel,3 permits a test of
the homogeneity of rankings between the
members within each group by testing the
null hypothesis that the rankings could
have developed from chance. The values
of Kendall's coefficient were sufficient to
(Continued on page 22)

Table 2
Annual Increase in the Percentage of Undergraduates
in the U.S. Receiving Degrees 1967-1973
Year
counting
1967
1968
1969
1970
1971
1972
1973
Total Increase
1966-1973

All Degrees

Business Degrees
Accounting
Total

Women in
Accounting

7.06
12.89
14.60
8.25
5.32
1.87
2.02

9.74
15.43
17.62
12.32
8.70
5.61
3.85

3.91
15.18
11.66
5.80
3.48
12.23
12.84

14.47
25.68
25.54
16.83
8.86
20.89
31.35

63.83

95.26

85.37

215.52

Source: U.S. Department of Health, Education and Welfare.

Table 3
Mean Average Ranking of Factors Influencing
Choice of Accounting as a Major

Men
1. Salary potential
2. Courses interesting and
challenging
3. Availability of jobs
4. Desire for a specialized
business background
5. Quantitative orientation
aptitude with numbers
6. Influence of family member
or friend
7. Prestige of professional
status
8. Encouragement of teacher or
guidance counselor

Women
1. Availability of jobs
2. Courses interesting and
challenging
3. Quantitative orientation
aptitude with numbers
4. Salary potential
5. Desire for a specialized
business background
6. Influence of family member
or friend
7. Encouragement of teacher or
guidance counselor
8. Prestige of professional
status

Table 4
Summary of Most Important Factors Influencing
the Choice of Accounting as a Major
Salary potential
Courses interesting and challenging
Availability of jobs
Quantitative orientation
Desire for a specialized business
background

Men

Women

1
2
3
5

4
2
1
3

4

5

Table 5
Distribution of Male and Female
URI Undergraduate Juniors by GPA
June 1974

Grade Point
Average

Male

3.5 and above
3.0-3.49
2.5-2.99
below 2.5

23%
35
17
25

Female
65%
18
12
5

GPA % Grouping
that is Female
48%
14
18
7
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The specific activities of an entity must
be considered in determining ordinary
and typical activities. The environment
includes such factors as the characteristics
of the industry, the geographic location of
its operations, and the nature and extent
of governmental regulations. An event or
transaction may be unusual in nature for
one entity but not for another because of
the environmental differences.
Determining the probability of recur
rence of an item should take into account
the environment. For one entity the prob
ability of recurrence might be remote,
while for another there might be a high
chance of recurrence. For example, the
risk of damage to a citrus crop in Florida
from frost or a hurricane might be high
since such events occur with some regu
larity. On the other hand, the risk of
damage to those crops from a hailstorm
might be small because of the infrequency
of occurrence. An event or transaction that
occurs with some frequency in the entity's
environment cannot be considered ex
traordinary regardless of its financial ef
fect or the fact that it is beyond the control
of management.
The presentation of earnings per share
data is not made clear as the Opinion
states that, “it may be desirable to present
earnings per share data for extraordinary

items." This appears to leave the decision
up to the statement preparer.

Cumulative Effect on Prior Years of
Changing an Accounting Principle
Opinion No. 30 made no changes in report
ing a change in accounting principles.
Opinion No. 20 covers changes in account
ing principles in detail.

Conclusion
Opinion No. 30 answers many questions
about reporting and disclosure of dispos
als of a business segment and extraordi
nary items, but it also raises some new
questions. Will the new criteria for ex
traordinary items be easier to apply than
those of Opinion No. 9? When a business is
to be sold, will the premature disclosures
have significant adverse effects on the
seller because of the deterioration of em
ployee relations and the reactions of cus
tomers, suppliers, and potential buyers?
Will the operating results from ordinary
operations be blurred by the inclusion of
nonoperating gains and losses? Will the
basic definitions for “unusual" and "non
recurring" be ignored in cases other than
debt retirement? These and other ques
tions may require interpretation by the
FASB.

EXHIBIT I

The XYZ Corporation Income Statement Format
For Year Ended December 31, 19XX

Continuing operations:
Revenue from normal operations
Less: Expenses
Income from normal operations
Gains/losses

XXXX
XXX
XXX
XX

Income from continuing operations before income taxes
Provision for income taxes
Income from continuing operations

XXX
XX

Discontinued operations (Note
):
Income/loss from operations of discontinued Division W
(less applicable income taxes of $)
Loss on disposal of Division W, including provision of
$for operating losses during phase-out period
(less applicable income taxes of $)
Net income/loss from discontinued operations

Extraordinary items:
Detail of nature and amount of items (less
applicable income taxes of $) (Note

)

XX

XX

XX
XX

XX

Cumulative effect on prior years of changing an accounting principle:
Detail each change (less applicable income
taxes of $) (Note
)

XX

Net Income

XX

(Earnings per share must be shown on the face of the statement for income from
continuing operations, the cumulative effect of changing an accounting principle
and net income. Earnings per share may be shown for discontinued operations
and extraordinary items.)
NOTE: Nature and detail of items must be disclosed in footnotes.
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reject this null hypothesis at the .001 level
of significance for both men and women.
One of the more interesting sidelights of
the survey concerned the distribution of
males and females by grade-point average
(Table 5). Women accounting majors at
URI earn significantly higher grades than
their male counterparts.
These figures, combined with those
showing the influx of women into the
accounting field, are particularly applica
ble to recruiters from public accounting
firms who tend to set a 3.0 GPA as a
minimum criterion. If the URI findings
that a large proportion of the 3.0 and
above group are women are true nation
ally, then one may expect to see an in
crease in the number of women entering
these firms. Further, the figures tend to
support the contention that those women
who excel as students are attracted to
accounting as a major.

Conclusion
Our study showed nationally a relatively
large proportion of women receiving un
dergraduate degrees in accounting. The
increase in the percentage of women re
ceiving such degrees across the country
surpassed the increase in male students
receiving accounting degrees by a better
than two to one margin. In fact, the
increased percentage of women receiving
accounting degrees is sufficient to account
for the entire increase in the percentage of
women receiving business degrees.
Our questionnaire of URI accounting
majors indicated that women are attracted
to accounting because of job availability,
because they find courses interesting and
challenging, and because they wish to use
their quantitative aptitudes. They ranked
salary as a less significant factor in their
choice of major than did men and their
overall grade performance was signifi
cantly better.

Notes
1This list was completed without knowledge
of a similar list published by Dr. L. Gayle
Rayburn, “Recruitment of Women Accoun
tants," Journal of Accountancy, November,
1971, p. 51. A subsequent comparison of these
eight factors with those listed by practicing
women accountants responding to her survey
indicates our list includes eight of the nine most
important factors listed by her. The ninth factor
"enjoyed previous accounting related job" was
not considered important to our study.
2Rayburn, op. cit., p. 52.
3Sidney Siegel, Nonparametric Statistics for
the Behavioral Sciences (McGraw-Hill, 1956) pp.
230-33.

